treets turned

id grants,
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or Mexican colonization law. Sharon helped secure passage of an ordi-
nance to study the archives of former authorities and laws relating to titles,
and the information became the basis of subsequent determinations.® In

another action Sharon voted with the majority, passing a bill to pay alder-

* men-six thousand dollars a year. The cash-strapped community’s hue and

crﬁforged a veto of the bill and its reduction by_a third.

In August 1850 Sharon and seven others, including future mayor John
W. Geary and future U.S. senator David C. Broderick,.formed a group to
assist beleaguered immigrants. Twenty thousand had arrived on the over-
land route to California, and twenty thousand more were still struggling
across the Sierra Nevada. By nightfall the committee collected provisions
and about six thousand dollars in cash to distribute to the sufferers.’

Although its {rontier nature was apparent (on June 22 a five-hundred-
pound grizzly bear had been captured near the city’s Mission Dolores),

San Francisco was becoming a metropolitan center. Fire departments

. were organized, and on September 9, 1850, California became a state.

More than sixty thousand men and two thousand women had arrived dur-
ing the past year (although.many proceeded on to the goldfields); 626 ves-
sels lay 1n the bay.'’ As building in the city became frenzied, Sharon pros-
pered. ,

In 1852 Sharon married Maria Malloy, the daughter of a noted sea
captain from Quebec, Canada. She had come to San Francisco with her
mother and stepfather. Léss than twenty years old, cultured and refined,
she bore Sharon five ch‘ildrenA, three of whom survived to adulthood. "

Early in 1854, robberies, riots, and two murders were laid at the feet of
the city’s “squatting rascality.” On June 5 Sharon helped organize prop-

erty owners into the Association for the Protection of Property. In 1855 the

 editors of the Annals of San Francisco reported on the organization’s ac-

tivities: “As we close [the spring report], inquests are being held over

the murdered bodies, and various rioters are detained for trial in the hos-

pitals and prison.”"

Between 1850 and 1864 Sharon bought and sold land and amassed a

fortune of $150,000. A businessman later noted, “I came here in 1859 and
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14 THE INFAMOUS KING

it was then acknowledged that the opinion of William Sharon in anything
relating to real'estate was of more value than that of four or five men put
together. As a business man hehad no competitor; he was clear and con-
cise; and he rapidly made up his mind, and in every instance that [ am
aware of he was right "' . »
Early in 1861 the secession of Southern states created discord. In the
election of 1860 Lincoln carried the state of California by one thousand
votes, Republican electors garnering thirty-nine thousand, Democrats
thirty-eight thousand. But soon, fueled by the dissolution of the Union,
opinion éwung heavily behind Lincoln.” The shcﬂing of Fort Sumter
‘in 1861 caused a great anti-Confederate demonstration in San Francisco.
People feared Southern elemerits would attempt to wrest the Pacific Coast
from the Union. Sharon, never comfortable speaking before crowds, was
one of several speakers who addressed a “vast assemblage” in front of the
. old city hall. Although what he said was notfecorded, it was noted that
“For pungent invective and withering denunciation [S,haron’s,-speech]
was worthy of a veteran orator.”' _ -

The San IF rancisco Stock and E_ﬁ(cl)ange Board was organized in the
fall of 1862. In 1'863Vit'>doubled n size, its forty associates electing the
.new members. Mg those chosen were F ry and Sharon, Sharon being
clectéd in October._lThe same year, along with a friend, Charles H.
Wakelee, Sharon began investing in the mines of Nevada’s Comstock
Lode. ' o .

In Gold Canyon near Virginia City, two adjoining mines, the Uncle
Sam and the Overman, overlapped each other-and also extended into the
North American mine, causing litigation. Sharon believed the North-
American would gain control of the other two, putting an end to the law-
suits. E. P. Peckham, who served three terms as president of the San Fran-
cisco Stock and Exchange, reported that a man sold him North American

stock before attending the exchange: “Well, when the list was called |
offered 100 shares of North American at $290. ‘Take it, said Sharon. One
hundred more was offered. “Take it} said Sharon; ‘but haven’t you got any

more ..." ‘Here’s 500 [shares], I replied. ‘Il take 500 more if you have it

‘Here’s 500 more.? ‘Take it he s;
it, he said and left the room.”
Sharon later told Peckhami
marked his stocks witl red ink
the stocks were checked, 1,000 «
had purchased his own stock. Pe
money he had on hand without !
balance.'s
William Sharon and William (
ed sometime around May of 185¢
niece of John. Fry. % Fry, aécomy
went to Ralston on Sharon’s beh:
real estate Sharon owned to cover t
was left penniless. Shortly theraf;
$250 a mouth and took action th
-~ the history of Nevada and Californ;
pointed him the Bank of Califor
Nevada.'s
Sharon did not fit the image of
brimmed, slouch hat and quoted th
cloth, 'giving him a clerical or mi
Bonanza millionaires, Sharon weig]
reserved to the point of aloofness.
others might seck to be in the foreg;
although always acting with purpos
eyes. Detractors said they were black
they were searching, _pz’qjecting mt
description: “His face was lighted by
which made clear that any one who
from the first that no bluffwould ever
the crisis would be it would Be met w
On the other hand, Ralston was

quently described him as handsome. )
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‘Here’s 500 more.” ‘Takeit, he said. ‘Herc s 500 more if you want it ‘Take
1t, he said and left the room” ' S
Sharon later told Peckham he believed he had’ been chmted ‘He
marked ]ns stocks with red ink in the letter O in North American. When
the stocks were checked 1,000 of the 1,700 shares were marked. Sharon
- had purchased his own stock. Peckham said that Sharon gave hnn all the

* money he had on hand without flinching and promlsed to pay the large
balance.'®

William Sharon and William Chapman Ralston had become acquaint-
‘ed sometime around May of 1858, when Ralston marrled Lizzie Fry, the
niece ofjohn Fry.'” Fry, accompanied by Sharon’s associate Wakelee,
- went to Ralston on Sharori’s behalf. The banker agreed to buy whatever

was left penniless. Shortly therafter, Ralston began to advance Sharon
$250 a month and took action that changed both their lives as well as
the history of Nevada and California. He made Sharon his partner and ap-
'pomted him the Bank of Cahformas representative in Virginia City,
_Nevada.' .
Sharon did not fit the image of the western capitalist. He wore a big

brlmmed slouch hat and quoted the classics. He dressed in black broad-

cloth, giving him a clerical or ministerial appearance. Unlike brawny

‘Bonanza millionaires, Sharon weighed perhaps 135 pounds and seemed
reserved to the point of aloofness. He laughed but rarely smiled. While
others might seek to be in the foreground, he blended in with a crowd—
- although always acting with purpose. His distinguishing feature was his
eyes. Detractors said they were black and beady, sly and devious; to friends
-they were searching, projecting intelligence. According to Goodwm 5
t descrxptlon “His face was lighted by a pair of cold gray eyes, a glance into

:which made clear that any one who dealt with him should understand

from the first that no bluff would ever carry with him, that no matter what
? the crisis would be it would be met without fear.”?
- On the other hand, Ralston was stocky and powerful. Pcople fre-

“quently described him as handsome. From the time he founded 1tin 1864

" real estate Sharon owned to cover the rest of his stock-market debt. Sharon
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him the most -ventors, schemers, and promoters to entertam thelr ideas. He bought hun-
dreds of patents and provided money for evelythmg from planting the
first northern California vineyards to creating a Cahforma wool mdustry

“and buil lding San F Francisco’s California Theater.?

rentire West.

o
Garrison and

b:énking firm

g‘rful Eugene

* Not only associates but employees and even acquaintances regarded

é_ns, Ralston

-'Ralston as a ﬁlend He made it a point to visit the myriad concerns in
which he held an interest, talking with the workers about their jobs and .
famlhes They felt as though they knew him and he held them in high re-

gard When he made Sharon his partner, he allowed him to escape bank-

ame dissatis-

hese was the

mistence that

uld be a pri- -

fuptcy. Naming him the bank representative in Virginia City earned
Ralston and his corporations millions: of dollars.

" The phenomenon of Virginia City mushroomed above the Comstock
. vein on the side of Mount Dav1dson six thousand feet above sea level. To
the west, beyond a string of three valleys, rose the escarpment of the Sierra
Nevada. To the east lay three hundred and fifty miles of alternating barren
' ]nl}s and desert: the Great Basin. The wealth of the vein ensured that the
~most advanced technology would be imported, as would amenities and

. certain urban comforts. But social i institutions, laws, and mores proved to
“be 31tuatlonal

lirées to lend

tin Donahoe

Mark Twain descubed the Vlrglma City he experienced in the early
‘ 1860 s as “the liveliest town for its age and populatlon that America ever
“produced” He spoke of swarms of people and endless streams of vehicles.
He also recited what became a famous list:

There were military companies, fire companies, brass bands, banks,

hotels, theaters, ‘hurdy-gurdy houses, wide-open gambling pal-

aces, political pow-wows, civic processions, street-fights, murders,
i'nquests", riots, a whiskey-mill every fifteen steps, a Board of Alder-
men, a Mayor, a City Surveyor, a City Engineer, a Chief of the Fire

. Department with First, Second, and Third Assistants, a Chief of

. Police, Clty Marshal, and a large police force, two Boards of Mining

Brokers, a dozen breweries, and halfa dozen jails and station-

houses in full operation, and some talk of building a church.?
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